Government emphasises railway and other engineering works rather than public health

The Chinese government has decided that the road to progress in Tibet is too slow so it has embarked on an ambitious project to build the world\'s highest railway to Lhasa---a plan that raises as many humanitarian questions as it answers.

A few kilometres from the Potola Palace in the region\'s capital, the orange girders for the last bridge on the Qinghai--Tibet line can be seen thrusting from the swirling waters of the Lhasa river. Elsewhere on the 708--mile route, engineers are blasting 11 tunnels through the mountains, erecting 130 bridges across ravines, and clearing land so that the first train can run on time in June, 2007.

It is an impressive technical feat. More than 80% of the line is above an altitude of 4000 m, where the air is so thin that many workers have to operate with oxygen bottles strapped to their backs, and train carriages will have to be pressurised. Since construction began a year ago, a dozen of the 38 000 workforce have died in accidents.

But it is also a work of ambitious social and political engineering that, at its best, will raise living standards and bring the isolated and impoverished region closer to the outside world. Critics fear, however, that it will also accelerate the flow of migrant workers, tourists, and military personnel into an area that is already suffering political oppression and the loss of its cultural identity.

Tibet is certainly in need of greater investment. Its rural dwellers are the poorest among China\'s 1·2 billion population. The growing inequality is evident along the dusty, potholed roads between Tibet\'s two main cities, Shigatse and Lhasa, where nomad children rush up to beg for food, pens, and money from any car that stops. And in Lhoka, peasants say the practice of brothers sharing a bride is making a comeback because they cannot afford to divide up their fields.

The government says the health situation has improved markedly since China seized Tibet in 1951---with average lifespans almost doubling to 67 years. Nevertheless, officials acknowledge that health care has been overtaken by the rush to develop hard infrastructure. Tibet has never officially registered a case of AIDS or severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), both of which would have huge political implications, but diseases such as goitre, tuberculosis, and hepatitis are common. The official Xinhua news agency recently reported that 7000 new cases of eye cataracts, caused by strong ultraviolet radiation in the high altitude, occur each year---more than twice the number that local clinics can treat.

"The public health programme got started rather late in Tibet", admits a Health Bureau official, pointing to a new 10--year plan to catch up.

China\'s new president---Hu Jintao, an engineer who made his name by quelling unrest in Tibet in the late 1980s---has declared that his mission will be a redistribution of wealth from the rich eastern seaboard of China to the impoverished inland regions. Last year, more than 13 billion renminbi (US\$1·6 billion) of public funds flowed into Tibet---equivalent, say officials, to a subsidy of \$630 to each of its 2·7 million people, which is more than the annual salary in China.

But the figure is misleading. Rather than enrich the local population--- most of whom are farmers and herdsman---most of the money ends up in the hands of Han migrants who dominate the urban centres.

Lhasa is already being transformed by the new money and the growing population of gold-diggers and tourists. 10 years ago, the streets around the Jokhang Temple were filled with pilgrims prostrating themselves before the holiest site in Tibetan Buddhism. Today, they are filled with tourists haggling at souvenir shops. At least, though, the buildings there are Tibetan. The old town is shrinking as developers rush to build incongruous new hotels, multistorey apartment blocks, and shopping malls.

The clearest sign of the Han influence comes at night, when the main street of the new town is illuminated with green, red, and yellow street lamps decorated with the last motif you would associate with the Himalayas---a plastic palm tree.

Meanwhile, hundreds of monks and nuns are still in prison for supporting the Dalai Lama, the exiled spiritual leader of Tibet who is accused of being a "splittist" by the Chinese government. Hopes of a reconciliation have risen over the past year with the dispatch of the Dalai Lama\'s envoys to Beijing and Tibet, and the early release of several prisoners.

But in the climate of political oppression, few Tibetans dare to express hope that their guru will return before the first train arrives on a railway that will clasp them closer to Beijing than ever.
